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of  others  but  in  limited  scope  or  weight.  Moderate  consequentialists  show  concern  to 
those  who  have  the  potential  to  benefit  from  such  an  interaction.  The  Blackwell  Dic¬ 
tionary  of  Western  Philosophy  (2004)  says  of  this  philosophy  that  a  ‘right'  action  is  one 
that  produces  a  better  consequence  than  the  alternative  actions  available  to  an  agent. 
What  is  more,  as  Brink  contends  in  ‘Some  forms  and  limits  of  consequentialism’,  the 
agent  is  obligated  to  be  concerned  only  with  those  who  can  benefit  from  their  actions. 
The  Borg’s  moral  philosophy  fundamentally  conflicts  with  the  Federation’s  Kantian  vir¬ 
tue  ethics  which,  according  to  Russ  Shafer- Landau  s  The  Fundamentals  of  Ethics  (2011), 
holds  that  an  action  is  right,  not  because  of  the  results,  but  because  it  is  done  by  a  virtu¬ 
ous  person.  In  accordance  with  Kant’s  moral  philosophy,  as  recounted  by  the  Rachels  in 
The  Elements  of  Moral  Philosophy  (2012),  the  Federation's  virtuousness  stems  from  the 
belief  that  all  humanoids  and  non-humanoids  are  intrinsically  valuable  and  deserve  to 
be  treated  as  free  rational  agents,  not  as  means  to  various  ends. 

The  Borg  exhibit  qualities  of  act-consequentialists  because  they  view  assimilation 
as  intrinsically  valuable.  Assimilation  from  the  Borg’s  perspective  is  the  best  option 
when  striving  to  achieve  their  goals.  Simultaneously  the  Borg  are  also  moderate  conse¬ 
quentialists  because  they  limit  their  concern  to  only  those  worth  assimilating,  namely 
those  that  add  to  their  collective’s  unique  capabilities  and  intergalactic  harmony.  This 
particular  perspective  represents  a  new  line  of  thought  amongst  scholars  and  fans  who 
tend  to  attribute  the  Borg’s  popularity  to  other  factors,  such  as  the  species  provocative 
commentary  on  technology,  gender,  race/ethnicity,  politics  and  ethics. 

For  instance,  Diana  M.  A.  Relke  argues  in  her  book  Drones,  Clones,  and  Alpha  Babes 
(2006)  that  the  Borg  provide  salient  commentary  on  the  current  state  of  humanity, 
namely  that  it  is  in  a  transhuman  state.  An  intellectual  movement,  transhumanism  ar¬ 
gues  that  humanity  is  in  a  transitional  stage  of  evolutionary  development  in  which  biol¬ 
ogy  becomes  vestigial  and  eventually  transcended.  Other  scholars  who  have  studied 
the  Borg  find  them  compelling  both  for  their  ‘otheredness’  and  for  the  morality  they 
represent.  Christine  Wertheim,  writing  in  Aliens  R  Us:  The  Other  in  Science  Fiction 
Cinema  (2002),  associates  the  Borg’s  collective  nature  with  ethnic  ‘others’  such  as 
Asian  and  Muslim  cultures.  Michael  C.  Pounds,  author  of  Race  in  Space  (1999),  views 
the  marginalized  ethnic  status  of  the  Borg  in  the  Star  Trek  universe  as  the  source  of 
their  popularity  with  fans.  He  frames  the  fictional  aliens  as  an  ‘other’  on  the  basis  of 
their  moral  philosophy.  As  we  shall  see,  the  major  argument  against  the  species  in  the 
‘I,  Borg’  episode  is  that  their  existence  is  an  attack  on  the  Federation’s  way  of  life  and 
thus  warrants  total  eradication.  Such  a  critical  stance  against  this  cybernetic  collective 
is  symbolic  of  the  Borg's  role  as  moral  outliers  in  the  Trek  realm.  In  his  2001  article,  ‘The 
moral  significance  of  collective  entities  ,  Keith  Graham  argues  that  collective  entities 
like  corporations  and  the  Borg  warrant  moral  consideration  on  two  grounds:  the  fact 
that  they  can  be  moral  agents  with  benevolent  aims,  and  that  they  have  the  potential  to 
be  moral  patients,  that  is,  victims  of  deception,  cruelty  and  shame,  and  consequently 
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Fig.  2:  The  Borg  Queen, 
played  by  Mary  Krige,  in  Star 
Trek:  First  Contact.  Image  © 
Paramount  Pictures. 


Sentience  and  humanization  in  ‘I,  Borg’ 

Initially  aired  on  11  May  1992,  during  ST:  TNG,  'I,  Borg’  be¬ 
gins  with  an  away  team  from  the  starship  USS  Enterprise 
investigating  a  crash  site  of  a  Borg  vessel  on  a  nearby  un¬ 
inhabited  planet.  During  the  investigation  of  the  site,  Dr 
Crusher,  the  ship’s  medical  physician,  happens  upon  a 
nearly  lifeless  Borg  drone  and  requests  that  the  survivor 

be  brought  aboard  the  Enterprise  where  it  could  receive  necessary  medical  assistance. 
Picard,  the  ship’s  captain,  decides  to  treat  the  surviving  drone  as  both  a  serious  threat 
and  as  a  potential  weapon.  As  a  result,  he  orders  Engineer  Geordi  LaForge  to  create  an 
invasive  computer  vims  that  would  completely  disable  Borg  systems.  The  recently  res¬ 
cued  Borg,  named  Third  of  Five,  would  serve  as  the  initial  recipient  of  the  new  Program. 
Within  the  time  it  takes  to  develop  this  virus,  several  crew  members  grow  fond  of  the 
drone,  especially  LaForge.  Eventually  Picard  decides  to  abort  the  plan  and  allow  Third 
of  Five  to  return  to  the  collective  with  his  newfound  individuality  intact,  hoping  that 
the  drone  would  teach  other  Borg  drones  to  be  individuals  as  well.  A  critic  interested  in 
explaining  both  the  Borg’s  MAC  nature  and  popularity  with  fans  is  drawn  to  two  themes: 

the  respect  for  sentience  and  the  humanization  of  an  alien  other. 

The  first  example  of  respect  for  sentience  occurs  at  the  crash  site  at  whic 
the  Borg  survivor  was  found.  After  Crusher  finds  him,  she  and  the  rest  of  the  away  team 
are  ordered  by  the  captain  to  return  to  the  Enterprise.  As  The  Star  Trek  Encyclopedia 
notes,  Crusher’s  insistence  she  be  allowed  to  try  to  save  the  surviving  Borg  drone  evinc¬ 
es  her  unbending  commitment  to  her  medical  ethics,  namely  the  values  set  forth  by  the 
Hippocratic  oath.  Another  example  of  the  theme  of  sentience  occurs  when  Dr  Crusher 
is  in  a  senior  staff  meeting  on  the  Enterprise  deliberating  the  use  of  the  rescued  Borg 
drone  as  an  instrument  of  genocide.  During  the  meeting,  tension  rises  over  the  ques¬ 
tion  of  the  Borg’s  human  nature.  Crusher  says: 


When  I  look  at  my  patient,  I  [do  not]  see  a  collective  consciousness  [...]  I  [do  not]  see  a 
hive  [...]  I  see  a  living,  breathing  boy  [...]  [who  has]  been  hurt  and  who  needs  help.  And 
[we  are]  talking  about  sending  him  back  to  his  people  as  an  instrument  of  destruction. 


In  a  third  scene,  upon  waking  up  in  the  brig  of  the  Enterprise,  the  drone  appeared 
bewildered  and  slightly  disoriented  as  if  hungry.  Crusher  informed  Picard  and  LaForge 

that  the  Borg  do  not  ingest  food  but  rather  energy  which  they  then  convert  into  the  nec¬ 
essary  organic  molecules  to  sustain  themselves.  Later,  Crusher  expresses  her  disagree¬ 
ment  with  LaForge’s  attempts  at  rationing  the  drone’s  energy  supply.  LaForge  argues 
that  it  is  a  matter  of  gaining  the  drone’s  compliance  and  that  his  actions  are  warrante 
given  that  the  Federation  is  in  war  against  the  Borg.  Crusher  acknowledges  LaForge  s 
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medical  treatment  Hugh  received  came  to  him  as  a  shock. 

Here  one  notices  the  stark  philosophical  difference  between  the  Federation  and 
the  Borg  collective.  The  Federation  values  the  lives  of  individuals  as  means  in  and  of 
themselves  (i.e.  a  Kantian  perspective)  and  the  Borg  treat  them  as  a  means  to  an  end 
(i.e.  a  MAC  perspective).  Similarly,  the  Borg’s  MAC  moral  philosophy  is  evidenced  by 
the  theme  of  sentience,  particularly  when  Picard  reveals  his  desires  to  use  Hugh  as  an 
instrument  of  genocide  during  the  senior  staff  meeting.  During  the  meeting  Picard 
noted  that  the  Borg  are  relentless,  claiming  that  they  have  attacked  the  Federation’s 
way  of  life  and  that  there  is  no  chance  of  any  conciliatory  relations.  The  Borg  on  the 
other  hand  view  the  Federation  -  its  ships  and  personnel  -  as  capable  of  adding  to  their 
distinctiveness  in  some  capacity.  Such  reason  is  enough  to  warrant  the  Borg’s  decision 
to  assimilate  the  Federation  whenever  an  opportunity  presents  itself. 

Fan  comments  on  ‘I,  Borg’  reveal  an  understanding  of  the  larger  moral  undertones 
of  Borg  assimilation  practices  as  well  as  the  difficult  position  Picard  and  the  crew  were 
placed  in,  given  the  potential  opportunity  to  eliminate  a  dangerous  adversary.  In  2011, 
fan  Zack  Handlen  summed  it  up:  ‘The  episode  overall  does  a  fine  job  of  giving  us  yet 
another  tricky  ethical  problem.’  It  is  apparent  that  this  fan  had  considered  the  moral 
dilemma  underlying  the  plot  of  the  episode:  turn  Hugh  into  an  instrument  of  destruc¬ 
tion  against  his  own  people,  or  release  him  and  risk  further  attacks  upon  the  Federation. 
Fans  seemed  to  grasp  the  general  concept  of  consequentialism,  though  its  finer  points 
remained  elusive  to  some.  But  the  willingness  of  some  to  continue  to  embrace  the  Borg, 
aware  that  at  least  some  of  the  contentiousness  between  them  and  the  Federation  is 
philosophical  in  nature,  has  implications  both  for  our  understanding  of  Star  Trek  fans 
and  for  citizenship  more  broadly. 

A  rift  in  fandom  or  larger  social  debate? 

This  chapter  has  argued  that  the  Borg’s  assimilation  practices  are  the  result  of  a  MAC 
moral  philosophy  and  that  fans  like  the  Borg  because  of  that  philosophy.  It  should  be  said 
that  this  chapter  does  not  seek  to  paint  a  rosy  picture  of  the  Borg  as  a  wholly  benevolent 
;  civilization.  They  are  far  from  it.  Neither  does  this  chapter  suggest  that  the  Borg  should 
1  shed  its  role  as  a  villain  and  be  made  the  main  focus  of  the  Star  Trek  media  franchise, 
j  To  a  culture  accustomed  to  rooting  for  'good-guy'  protagonists,  that  would  be  ludicrous. 
|  Instead,  much  of  what  this  chapter  does  is  explains  that  the  Borg  are  not  morally  the  easily 
j  classifiable  black-and-white  characters  they  at  first  appear  to  be.  They  are  shades  of  grey 
1  for  a  subculture  of  fans  that  see  the  Borg  as  more  than  mere  supporting  characters. 

Given  that  the  Star  Trek  cultural  franchise  for  many  always  has  stood  for  utopian 
ideals  made  concrete  in  a  far-off  future  they  have  little  chance  of  actually  living  in,  it  is 
j  not  surprising  that  the  Borg  would  represent  an  alternative  vision  of  the  future,  one  that 
dramatically  strays  from  the  Federation’s  Kantian  outlook.  Interestingly,  fan  support  as- 
sociated  with  the  Borg  and  their  MAC  philosophy  indicates  a  conscious  rejection  of  the 
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